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Abstract 
This paper draws from an ethnographic study of an online MBA unit offered 
by an Australian university to an internationalised student group, and 
focuses on the eruption of interactive troubles around issues of technological 
functionality (as opposed to its malfunctioning). Drawing on Wertheim’s 
(1999) theorisation of cyberspace as  a construction of utopian dreaming, 
Burbules and Callister’s (2000) distinction between designed space and 
populated place, and Green & Bigum’s (1993) description of aliens and 
natives in the classroom, particular incidents of trouble surrounding 
presumptive designs of functionality are analysed. The paper warns against 
the pedagogical ‘presumption of competence’ given its inevitable flipside of 
‘critical illiteracy’, then argues for more research that goes looking for 
trouble and acknowledges the dystopian aspects of technophilic dreaming.  
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Introduction 
 
If you google the phrase ‘interactive trouble’, the results typically fall into the field of trouble-
shooting wireless networking needs, offering commercial solutions or protocols for reporting loss 
of connectivity. This version of ‘interactive trouble’ may seem appropriate in a conference 
devoted to online learning, but this paper addresses a different sort of ‘interactive trouble’ in such 
settings. The focus is on trouble in the network’s nodes, that is, people and their competencies in 
fulfilling the design of interactions and the logistics of transactions in a technologically mediated 
learning environment.  Interactive trouble viewed from a pedagogical frame brings different 
insights. In their study of literacy practices in low socioeconomic communities, Freebody et al. 
(1995) identified a range of ‘interactive troubles’ that can arise between teachers and students 
when pedagogical routines compromise learning outcomes. They described troubles emanating 
around legitimate knowledge, organisational aspects, pedagogical intent, interactive relations and 
the styling of interactions. Similarly, Christie (1999) and Iedema (1996) building on the theory of 
Bernstein (1990) highlight the possibility, if not inevitability, of trouble emerging in the conduct 
of any pedagogy. They suggest that, were it the best of all possible worlds, pedagogy would 
proceed with the effortless sublimation of regulative or organizational matters, that is ‘how’ the 
learning is to proceed, over the curricular trajectory. This would allow the ‘what’, being the 
instructional content, to come to occupy frontstage and eventually dominate interactions. 
Frequently, however, trouble emerges and forces interactions to revert to overtly addressing the 
‘how’, thus temporarily displacing the focus on the ‘what’.  
 
This paper goes looking for trouble in a case study of an online MBA unit offered by an Australian 
university to an internationalised student body, and offers an analysis and interpretation of 
incidents of interactive trouble where matters and tensions regarding the pedagogical ‘how’ flared 
up and dominated online interactions. While there were ample such troubles stemming from 
aspects of the technology not working, this paper will focus on troubles stemming from working 
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the technology. The paper is presented in three sections. Firstly, a theoretical discussion frames 
cyberspace as constituted in the wishful thinking/dreaming that fuels much online learning design. 
As an alternative to such Utopian thinking, an alternative, more moderate, relational theorisation is 
presented that allows us to interrogate troubles as much as espouse visions. This frame for online 
spaces and interactions is then populated with a theorisation of natives and aliens, which allows 
the interrogation of differential literacies. Secondly, the empirical study is briefly outlined and a 
number of discrete interactive troubles ‘observed’ in the virtual ethnography are presented and 
interpreted with reference to the theoretical lens. The final discussion reflects on the ecology of 
online pedagogies and the need for any such design to address potential troubles by checking 
initial assumptions. Thematic throughout the paper, there will also be a purposeful mixing of 
metaphors (as bolded in the text), rubbing together incongruent wordings and their models to 
reveal their productive but limited crystallisation of meanings, their partiality, their ideological 
investments and their selectivity (Doherty, 2004b; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Sarup, 1993).  
 
 
Theorising Online Pedagogy 
 
Wishful Thinking and Utopian Designs 
Wertheim provocatively suggests that the notion of cyberspace has recaptured a utopian space, 
“an idealized realm ‘above’ and ‘beyond’ the problems of a troubled material world” (Wertheim, 
1999, p.18), where new idyllic relations are possible. For Wertheim, it is the collective hopes, 
beliefs and faith akin to a religious fervour that keep that world afloat up there – the ‘consensual 
hallucination’ (quoting Gibson, p.235). She tracks the ‘cultural history of space’ (p.30) starting 
from the richly layered topography of Dante’s inferno/purgatorio/paradiso, a cosmos with 
‘soulspace’ that supplemented bodily experience. Then through the Enlightenment’s denial of such 
world/spaces she shows how our lifeworlds were reduced to the flat physical here and now, only 
recently to be challenged by our growing awareness of the relativism of space and time across 
galaxies. In the exponentially expanding plane of cyberspace, she suggests we have once again 
claimed a space where we can live in our utopian dreaming. This virtual world is virtuous, 
innovative, a new frontier full of hope and possibilities: ‘The perfect realm awaits us, we are told, 
not behind the pearly gates, but beyond the network gateways, behind electronic doors labelled 
“.com”, “.net”, and “.edu”’ (Wertheim, 1999, p.23).  
  
Just as Dante’s Divine Comedy was instrumental in institutionalising the collective imaginary of 
his times, so the techno-utopians have been instrumental nowadays in selling and promulgating 
ideologies of the cybersolution to save our souls. However, there is always the possibility of 
trouble in Paradise, better understood as the necessary nexus between any Utopia and its anti-
utopian counter-image: ‘... utopia and anti-utopia flow into and out of each other in an intricate 
pattern of fervent affirmation mixed with bleak pessimism’ (Kumar, 1987, p.130). 
 
Much of the current enthusiasm for online modes of educational ‘delivery’ stems from this school 
of utopian ‘dreaming’, where cyberspace offers a colour-free, no artificial flavouring, 
environment for the meeting of pure minds in a rosy-hued ‘community’ (Doherty, 2004b). In times 
of shrinking public funding for university provision, the vision of online delivery of courses to 
international and domestic students has become a popular solution to extend markets, maximize 
profits, lower costs and position institutions competitively: ‘The virtual university, the virtual 
classroom and the virtual laboratory are heralded by what we shall call the “techno-utopians” as 
the answer’ (Peters & Roberts, 2000, pp. 127-128). This enthusiasm for online modes of 
teaching/learning amounts to a pervasive agenda in Australian higher education that enjoys 
bipartisan support (Beazley, 2001; Nelson, 2002; West, 1998) and is now being pursued with a 
sense of urgency by the university sector (Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee (AV-CC), 
2001) as much as by governments, though not without its critics (e.g. Brabazon, 2002; Carstens & 
Worsfold, 2000; Clegg, Hudson, & Steel, 2003; Speck, 2000). The polarised debate between 
technophilic advocates and technophobic critics produces incongruent accounts of dreams or 
nightmares, and does not offer any middle ground on which to productively analyse empirical 
‘realities’. The point both camps miss is that any Utopia is premised on and incorporates its own 
dystopian tendencies.  There is enough anecdotal evidence in accounts of online  programs (e.g. 
Boshier, 2001; Cooper, 1999; Craig, Harris, & Smith, 1998; Robertshaw, 2001) that the 
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hypervocality (Tyler, 2001) of online interaction, fanned by constructivist theories of learning, can 
produce volatile exchanges, amplified and distorted by the blunt means of email. We have to 
factor this potential for trouble into our pedagogic designs. 
 
 
Designing Spaces 
For a less polarised  theorisation for online pedagogy, Burbules and Callister (Burbules, 2000; 
Burbules & Callister, 2000a, 2000b) also draw on a metaphor of space, but through architectural 
theory to describe online pedagogy as both design and its occupation, whereby space as a potential 
mapped in the design becomes place when occupied, used, and constituted by its usage: ‘We know 
where we are when we know what we are supposed to do, and vice versa’ (Burbules & Callister, 
2000b, p.162). Thus we can ask how a particular online pedagogy was designed through the 
allocation and design of spaces to encourage different types of interaction and then how it was 
actually conducted – how the dreaming was lived by mere mortals, who ‘sometimes transform 
spaces into places, by acting within and upon them to make them their own’ (Burbules & Callister 
2000b, p. 162). The benefit of this ‘post-technocratic’ frame is that online pedagogies can be 
interrogated without the foregone onus on defending its value or otherwise, and that pedagogies 
can be disaggregated to ask ‘which technologies have educational potential for which students, for 
which subject matters, and for which purposes’ (2000a, p.287).  Burbules and Callister approach 
online learning as neither good nor bad in itself. Rather, it provides advantages and disadvantages 
the same as any pedagogical form and needs to be engaged with in terms of its unique affordances 
rather than through nostalgic comparisons with face-to-face teaching. They argue that the 
metaphor of ‘delivery’ with its connotations of transporting a package or pizzas, is unfortunate, 
and suggest that Internet educational environments be better considered as ‘working spaces’ 
(Burbules & Callister, 2000a).  
 
 
Populating Places 
When it comes to populating such ‘new ecospaces’ or ‘digital ecologies’, Green and Bigum (1993, 
p.132) alert us to the presence of ‘aliens’ in the technologically resourced classroom to provoke 
the realization that while some participants are ‘natives’ when it comes to its endemic cultural 
practices, others (including perhaps teachers) are unfamiliar ‘aliens’ without the requisite cultural 
capital or literacies: 
 
… terms like ‘cyborg’ or ‘alien’, and new discursive frameworks, are necessary to begin to 
deal with the complex interactions that locate education in what might be termed a digital 
ecology … Understandably we proceed by clinging to the familiar, the things that appear 
earthlike, all the while groping for new categories and new descriptors. (p.132) 
 
Green and Bigum’s arguments alerts educators to the cyborgian world of the younger generation; 
'Our young were born into it; it is their natural environment’ (p.135). They also relate the 
condition of ‘aliens’ to the process of ‘alien-ation’, that is making some outsiders by virtue of their 
exclusion from insiders’ normalised practices. In this context their more general thesis re 
generational shifts is not so relevant, but the distinction between ‘native’ and ‘aliens’ serves as a 
productive metaphor. To adapt Burbules and Callister’s phrase quoted above, aliens ‘know where 
they are but they don’t know how they are supposed to do what they should do’. Thus aliens are 
occupiers of such space and are ‘in place’, but are at a disadvantage unless someone decodes the 
embedded tacit understandings for them. The distinction is illuminating but needs to be further 
unpacked.  
 
The trouble with ‘native’ as a metaphor is that it imports meanings of ‘nature’ and ‘natural’ 
competency which suppress any appreciation of the learning that has produced this ‘native’-like 
status.  The metaphor goes deeper when competence is described as ‘intuitive,’ another biological 
metaphor that displaces learning from the frame. The learnt competence of so-called ‘natives’ is 
better understood as being ‘naturalized’, with its oxymoronic tension that allows us to understand 
a process of becoming underpinning the seemingly ‘natural’ state.  To describe practices or 
operative protocols in a technologically mediated environment as ‘intuitive’ fails to recognise the 
recent history of emerging social convention and the individual’s socialisation into such norms 
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through formal or informal educational means. Once we recognise technological competence as a 
social practice, that is, as a literacy (Lankshear, Snyder, & Green, 2000; Luke & Freebody, 1997), 
we as pedagogues will be better equipped to help students into such shared practices, and view 
them as ‘novices’ rather than ‘aliens’ who don’t belong in such settings. 
 
To summarise the theoretical discussion above, I have argued for a more balanced approach to the 
study of online learning, one that is not heavily invested in either visionary dreams or nightmares, 
but rather approaches it as a matter of design that is populated, enacted and shaped by users. I have 
then suggested that some users are better resourced as ‘natives’ in such ‘digital ecologies’ and that 
the ‘aliens’ are disadvantaged if the requisite literacies have not been made available. I also 
suggested that being pedagogical relations, there is always the potential for interactive trouble.  
With the metaphorically-flawed distinction between natives and aliens in mind, the empirical 
study presents two data slices from many possibles where it was technological functioning, not 
malfunctioning, that generated the trouble in Paradise, and the different resources that the ‘natives’ 
and the ‘aliens’ could bring to fulfil the design. Despite my problematisation above, these terms 
are retained as they serve to highlight how the learning of prerequisite literacies has been 
overlooked or glossed over in the design and conduct of the online pedagogy.  
 
 
The Virtual Case Study  
 
The data for this paper is drawn from an ethnography of an online MBA unit conducted by an 
Australian university and sold offshore to partnering institutions (Doherty, 2004a).  Thus the 
ethnographic gaze has been adapted to a virtual ‘space/place’ that existed in the gossamer of email 
connections between Australia, Malaysia and other far flung settings. A semester-long unit was 
selected as the case-study ‘site’ because it offered a ‘fully online’ study mode, involved 
international students, and was typical of the postgraduate coursework programs offered in this 
mode. The study was constructed using a methodology based on the ‘genre’ of critical 
ethnography (Carspecken, 1996, 2001) which offers a rigorous theory of validity to guide 
principled qualitative studies. This frame with its multiple layers of data collection and data 
production to access varied ontological levels has been adapted to the virtual setting following 
Hine (2000), wherein it is the networked connections that constitute the ‘site’ case, rather than any 
physical boundaries.  In addition, the traditional ethnographic privileging of ‘sight’ or face-to-face 
witnessing is challenged, so the virtual setting can be understood on/in its own terms. Two 
particular episodes of trouble in digital ‘paradise’ are presented in what follows – one pertaining to 
the convoluted protocols in the online design to guard against plagiarism, and the other pertaining 
to the limited digital literacies of a novice online learner. The code following each data slice refers 
to the particular posting and its location within the 2152  postings that constituted the interactions 
of the case study unit. The letter refers to the threads (A-H) set up by the lecturer with designated 
functions. The number refers to the chronological order of the posting, thus F68 refers to the 68th 
posting in Thread F, which was an interactive space dedicated by design to student-driven 
questions regarding the ‘how’ of the unit.   
 
 
Interactive Trouble 1: Guarding the Pearly Gates –  Anti-Plagiarism Software 
Briefly, the wider context to this episode of trouble is the moral panic surrounding plagiarism 
associated with the use of the internet and online learning (e.g. Speck, 2000), and the associated 
public scepticism about the status of ‘online’ credentials. In addition, there is a similar moral panic 
about the textual practices of international students and their risk of being accused of plagiarism 
(Pennycook, 1996). In this climate, the case study university declared that all assignments (on-
campus as well as on-line) must be submitted through an anti-plagiarism software package. The 
process involved a number of steps represented in Figure 1 including:  
 
1. downloading and a set assignment cover page;  
2. completing personal details required on the electronic cover page form;  
3. incorporating this form into the assignment text file;  
4. uploading the assignment through a linked protocol requiring one’s personal university 
log on details; and  
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5. separately, uploading the assignment into the anti-plagiarism software, which required 
class identity codes and shared class enrolment passwords. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The steps and procedures embedded in these requirements as the implicit, ‘intuitive’, taken-for-
granted knowledge of the IT ‘native’, caused trouble for quite a few of the MBA students who as 
‘aliens’ expressed frustration, anger, a sense of failure, and in the last example, a sense of comfort 
in other’s failure: 
 
… Electronic signature is something new to me. How do I imprint the signature electronically? 
(F68)i 
 
Hi … my Report 1 was submitted to 2nd report on {Antiplagiarism software} as I was trying to 
send my cover sheet and assignment, it would not let me sent BOTH to the one submission 
thing. How do I send two different documents? (F77) 
 
… I have successfully created my user profile using my {University name} e-mail address but I 
couldn’t log in. This message come out : ‘login failed! Please check your email address and 
password and try again” Then I try to create a new profile using my personal e-mail address 
but I couldn’t create…. Please help! (F81) 
 
Prepare assignment 
text 
 Figure 1: Assignment Submission Flow Chart 
Personal 
log on to 
access 
Assignment 
text file 
1. Download cover 
sheet pro forma 
2. Cover sheet details 
completed 
3. Cover sheet and 
assignment combined 
COURSEWARE 
ANTI-PLAGIARISM 
SOFTWARE 
4. Submit once.  
Requires personal 
log on details.   
5. Submit again. Requires 
class identity log on details. 
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I feel much better that other students are failing to be able to submit to {Antiplagiarism 
software}. I am experiencing the same problems as {Student C} and {Student D}. (F82) 
 
In a different thread from where such complaints were flourishing, there was a proactive posting 
(C29) from the technical support staff member outlining the process involved in submitting 
assignments electronically: 
 
Once you have clicked on the >>View/Complete link please ONLY click the SUBMIT button 
when you have FINISHED your Assessment 2 … and added the completed Cover sheet to the 
front of your Assessment 2 … document (See link ASSIGNMENT COVER SHEET above the 
Submit Assessment 2 heading in the Assessment 2 instructions area) and INCLUDED it as an 
ATTACHMENT (you click on the BROWSE button and find your word document on your 
computer hard drive). (C29) 
 
Though well intended, the instructions as written text seemed difficult to understand, given their 
convoluted chronology. One student admitted as much: ‘I am having some difficulty in following 
(Name’s) instructions on how to submit the assignment and the cover sheet as one document’ 
(F55). Where were the initial instructions outlining this process? Piecemeal advice was scattered 
across online guidelines, course outlines, programs rules, through embedded links. The washout 
for this particular unit was heightened emotions and tensions surrounding assessment and a 
mounting hypersensitivity in regard to charges of plagiarism. I suggest that these are unnecessary 
by-products in any educational experience and better design of the process and its student support 
could do much to dissipate the potential for such anxiety.  
 
From these data slices and the many similar troubles in the form of protests, complaints or 
enquiries about the technicalities of the submission process observed in the case study, I want to 
highlight what I term the ‘presumption of competence’ that underlay this online educational 
design, whereby students were presumed to have the requisite navigation and technical skills, and 
are assumed to be au fait with the newly emerging conventions within these environments. The 
typical higher education worker now lives and works in a digitally saturated environment – we 
have become ‘natives’ (irony intended) in the digital ecology of universities. However that should 
not mean that we can make the pedagogically flawed assumption that our students are equally 
‘native’ in such environments. We need to design our online spaces for aliens, or, to mix 
metaphors, we need to build a stairway to Paradise, and anticipate such trouble.  
 
 
Interactive Trouble 2:  An Anguished Soul and the Lost Posting Scream  
One of the case study’s assessment items involved the allocation of students to small groups with 
separate discussion spaces where each student was to initially post a scenario drawn from his/her 
work setting, then lead a group discussion exploring the relevance of the unit’s theories to the 
scenario. In one group, the following three part exchange (carefully replicated in its textual detail) 
unfolded:  
 
1. Student A (B101) 
Subject: WHERES MY POST? 
I JUST TRIED TO POST UP MY CASE STUDY 1 AND MY WEBSITE GOES TO 
DEFAULT PAGE OR SOMETHING. I JUST WROTE ALL THAT FOR NOTHING!!! 
IS THERE ANY OTHER WAY I CAN SEND THIS STUPID THING? 
REGARDS 
[nAME]   
 
2. Student B (B102) 
Subject: Re: WHERES MY POST? 
Hi [names A] 
Did you write your case study in Word first and save the content on a regular basis? 
If you use that technique you will never lose any work. When you are happy with the 
content (use the spell checker) you can select the text and paste it into your relevant 
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Group Page. If something goes wrong just copy from the Word document and paste 
again.  
Oh! By the way try to keep your Caps lock off on your keyboard – forum etiquette 
interprets ALL CAPS AS SHOUTING and I am sure you would not want us to think 
that you were being so aggressive in such a friendly fraternity. 
Cheers  
[Name] 
 
3. Student A (B106) 
Subject: Re: WHERES MY POST? 
Oops! My mistake. Thank you for your help, I really appreciated it.  
Regards 
[Name] 
 
The sequence illustrates an embarrassing social gaffe by an uninitiated ‘alien’, A, who finds 
him/herself displaced amongst the ‘natives’, but with no less right to be there, and with equally 
high stakes. The student’s scream of anguish is one of many such in this unit which was awash in 
emotions. These emotions were ‘resemiotized’ (Iedema, 2004) for their digital expression and 
made more evident on the surface of this one-dimensional textual environment.  Engaging the 
‘Caps Lock’ key (as evidenced in the jumbled case in the sign-off name) was a purposeful and 
sustained act of emotion. There are no subtle means to express such emotions in this mode. 
Emotions expressed on the page are amplified, bald and stay fixed in the database – the moment 
never dissipates, but remains there, searchable and irredeemable. The helpful colleague, B, gently 
chastises the ‘alien’ on the social consequences of using all upper case, and the first student 
responds with heartfelt thanks on having these invisible codes of practice made salient, and 
therefore the necessary learning made accessible. The other point to make from this slice of data is 
the complexity of the task and the ‘intuitive’ knowledge of appropriate process as unpacked by the 
helpful ‘native’. This unpacking still embeds modules of learning, for example ‘Use the spell 
checker’, which to the ‘intuitive native’ in these environments, are non-problematic, self-evident, 
taken-for-granted practices.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
This interpretation of moments of trouble around working the technology in an online learning 
environment has utilised Green and Bigum’s metaphors of aliens/natives to characterise 
differential resourcing within class groups, and some of the assumptions of technological literacies 
encoded in the online learning design. When selling the ‘ease’ of access associated with online 
learning, the public are often fed images of a laptop on the beach, in the bus, on the kitchen bench. 
Issues of ‘access’ are thus reduced to a simplistic notion of where one plugs in – everything else is 
presumed to flow from that point. In the burgeoning ‘earner-learner’ postgraduate coursework 
market (Cunningham et al., 2000; Ryan & Stedman, 2002), the lucrative target for our online 
delivery ‘dreaming’, can we validly assume the requisite technological literacy skills are in place, 
and will flow accordingly?  Is self-selection enough? Who are we ‘alien-ating’ (Green & Bigum, 
1993) by such practice? Burbules and Callister offer a multifaceted, ‘thick’ notion of ‘access’ 
which distinguishes between ‘conditions’ of access and ‘criteria’ of access: ‘Conditions of access 
are the features of a situation that enables or restrict participation in it. Criteria of access are the 
personal characteristics that people require in order to actually gain access’ (2000b, p.20). 
Reflecting on the incidents interpreted above, any ‘presumption of competence’ constituted an 
implicit ‘condition’ of access, which in turn invoked unspoken, unexamined criteria of access or 
participation. These I suggest are conditions conducive to interactive trouble.  
 
Innovative educational practice will create its own load of socialization or pedagogical work to be 
done so matters of ‘how’ do not come to displace matters of ‘what’.  Educators, of all people, 
should be very aware of this. Complexity should be judged from the standpoint of the novice, the 
alien. Educators must never lose sight of the necessary textual practices even though they may 
have naturalised these to the point of transparency, where they are deemed self-explanatory and 
‘intuitive’. We have to make the invisible visible in order to make it accessible to the newcomer. 
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The assumptions that keep our cyberspace dreaming of online learning afloat can be 
presumptuous, but need not be so. It was the presumptuous assumption of levels of technological 
literacy and poor design that produced what I would term moments of ‘critical illiteracy’:  
‘critical’ because these students had invested considerable time, effort and money in this 
educational opportunity, and expressed genuine distress: ‘illiteracy’ because they did not have 
access to the naturalised textual practices. Like most literacy issues viewed through a sociological 
frame, these critical illiteracies are better understood as learning needs that thoughtful pedagogy 
can resolve. Self-diagnostics, guide sheets, checklists, dummy runs, problem-solving prompts, 
feedback loops and similar strategies in both the courseware and course design might help. Maybe 
even a hard copy manual has a role to play.  
 
This account is not intended to be anti-utopian in the vein of Brabazon’s (2002) mournful 
nostalgia. Online settings, like lecture theatres and chalkboards, will inevitably constrain yet 
enable learning. Any innovation will be double-edged (Burbules & Callister 2000b) and one size 
dreaming won’t fit all. As researchers investigating online learning environments, I suggest we 
should go looking for more trouble. We need to understand it and learn from our mistakes rather 
than elide such narratives in the zealous, marketing discourse that can prevail in the current 
enthusiasm for the cybersolution. Rather than believing our own advertising copy, I recommend 
we pursue a dispassionate examination of how this communicative medium works pedagogically 
for better and for worse. With more challenging metaphors and their oppositions such as 
‘space/place’, and ‘aliens/natives’, ‘intuitive/naturalised’ we can ask better questions about how 
students and educators interact and populate these ‘digital ecologies’.  
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